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µ1RWMXVWIRUHWKQLFVH[SORULQJWKHLPSDFWRIDEODFNILFWLRQLQWHUYHQWLRQRQSXEOLF
OLEUDU\XVHUV 
,QWHUSUHWLQJ&RPPXQLWLHV0LQRULW\:ULWLQJLQ(XURSHDQ/LWHUDU\)LHOGV 
2FWREHU 
%ULRQ\%LUGL 
 
:KDWFDQDVRFLDOVFLHQWLVWFRQWULEXWHWRDGLVFXVVLRQRQPLQRULW\ZULWLQJ" 
%HIRUH,EHJLQDEULHIQRWHWRH[SODLQP\VHOI$V\RXZLOOKDYHUHDOLVHGIURPP\DEVWUDFW
,¶PDVRFLDOVFLHQWLVW±DOWKRXJK,GRKDYHDPRGHUQODQJXDJHVILUVWGHJUHH±VRP\DSSURDFK
WRWKHVXEMHFWRIPLQRULW\ZULWLQJLVSHUKDSVDOLWWOHGLIIHUHQWIURP\RXUV+RZHYHU,WKLQN
WKDW,KDYHDXVHIXOFRQWULEXWLRQWRPDNHWRWKHGLVFXVVLRQZLWKP\UHVHDUFKORRNLQJILUVWO\DW
WKHFRQWH[WLQZKLFKPLQRULW\UHDGLQJLVUHDGDQGSURPRWHGDQGDWWKHUHDGHUVWKHPVHOYHV
ZKR,DUJXHFDQEHRYHUORRNHG 
0\RZQHPSLULFDOZRUNLVYHU\IRFXVHGRQSUDFWLFH±LQP\FDVHRQWKHERRNWUDGHDQGWKH
SXEOLFOLEUDU\VHUYLFH±EXW,KRSHWKDW\RXZLOOVWLOOILQGLWLQWHUHVWLQJIRUUHDVRQV 
1. ,¶PH[SORULQJDFRQWH[WLQZKLFKPLQRULW\ZULWLQJLVSURPRWHGDQGUHDG 
2. ,¶PGUDZLQJIURPVRFLDOVFLHQFHUHVHDUFKPHWKRGVDQGWKHRULHVWRXQGHUVWDQGFKDQJHV
LQUHDGLQJEHKDYLRXU 
3. ,¶PEULQJLQJWRJHWKHUGLIIHUHQWWKHRUHWLFDODSSURDFKHVWRXQGHUVWDQGUHDGHUV¶DWWLWXGHV
WRZDUGVGLIIHUHQWILFWLRQJHQUHV 
,KDYHSXEOLVKHGRQWKLVUHVHDUFKZLWKLQWKHVRFLDOVFLHQFHVEXWJLYHQWKHLQWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\
QDWXUHRIP\ZRUN,DOVRILQGLWKXJHO\EHQHILFLDOWRGLVFXVVP\ZRUNZLWKFROOHDJXHVLQWKH
DUWVDQGKXPDQLWLHV 
 
The origins of my research 
First, a note on the origins of my research in minority writing, and its socio-cultural context.  
There is evidence to suggest that during the past three decades many local authorities have 
made a sustained effort to develop substantial collections of books by (for example) Black 
British, Black American, Asian and South Asian authors (Denny, in The Bookseller, 2006; 
Van Fleet, 2003), and a number of critics have observed that these books should be promoted 
more widely than the minority communities they will often depict (Elbeshausen and Skov, 
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Good intentions, certainly, but libraries operate within a societal and political context, and it 
LVQRZIHOWE\PDQ\VRFLDOFRPPHQWDWRUVWKDWWKHFRQFHSWRIµPXOWLFXOWXUDOLVPKDVQRt been 
entirely successful within the UK. Author and former radical Islamist Ed Husain described 
WKHLPSDFWRIPXOWLFXOWXUDOLVPDVµPRQR-cultural outposts in which the politics of race and 
UHOLJLRQZHUHQRZEHLQJSOD\HGRXWEHIRUHP\H\HV¶+XVDLQS.282). 
 However, in stark contrast to this is Kwei-$UPDK¶VSHUFHSWLRQWKDW%ULWLVKVRFLHW\KDV
VXFFHVVIXOO\DEVRUEHGZKDWKHGHVFULEHVDVµQHZ%ULWDLQ¶DQGµROG%ULWDLQ¶DUJXDEO\
RYHUFRPLQJµLQFRPSDWLELOLW\¶DQGµVHSDUDWLRQ¶µ:H¶YHVWLOOJRWDORQJway to go...however, 
,¶PWHUULEO\SURXGRIWKHSURJUHVVWKDWZHKDYHPDGHDQG,WKLQNWKDWRQHRIWKHEHDXWLIXO
things about living in Britain right now is that the new Britain and the old Britain can co-
H[LVW«DQGFR-H[LVWFRPIRUWDEO\¶)RUHLJQ	&RPPRQwealth Office, 2011) 
 
 What I wanted to know was which of these different perspectives of British society is 
reflected in the reading of the literature emerging from its minority ethnic communities? Are 
VXFKWH[WVSURGXFHGDQGHQMR\HGRQO\LQ+XVDLQ¶VµPRQo-FXOWXUDORXWSRVWV¶RULVWKHUHIHOWWR
EHDZLGHUUHDGLQJDXGLHQFHIRUDZRUNZKLFKGRHVLQGHHGµFR-H[LVWFRPIRUWDEO\¶ZLWKDOO
English language fiction? And who is that reader?  
 
Terminology 
As the context for my research in minority writing is the public library and the book trade, the 
research design required the deliberate separation of so-FDOOHGµPLQRULW\HWKQLFILFWLRQJHQUHV¶
from other fiction genres in order to compare their readers to those of other genres. Whereas 
PDQ\ZRUNVRIILFWLRQIDOOSHUKDSVPRUHFRPIRUWDEO\LQWRDFFHSWHGILFWLRQµJHQUHV¶W\SLFDOO\
used as means of grouping stock in public libraries (because of their obvious plot and 
character similarities) ± Romance, Crime, Fantasy, etc.± it is not so straightforward to 
FRQVLGHUDVDJURXSDOOZRUNVRIILFWLRQE\µEODFN%ULWLVK¶DXWKRUVIRUH[DPSOH,VLW
appropriate to describe such works as a genre, when they could arguably belong in several 
genre classifications, depending on the subject matter? Related to this, it was also a concern 
that separating these titles in this way would somehow reinforce a perception that the books 
VKRXOGQRWEHUHJDUGHGDVSDUWRIWKHµPDLQVWUHDP¶ERG\RI(QJOLVKODQJXDJHILFWLRQZLWKLQD
library.  
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The labels used were not arrived at lightly. They were determined following a series of 
GLVFXVVLRQEHWZHHQPHDQGWKHDGYLVRU\ERDUGIRUWKHIXQGHGUHVHDUFK,¶PUHIHUULQJWRWRGD\
and were felt to appropriately describe the texts in question. It is relatively common for a 
number of the key stakeholders in this research ± publishers, booksellers, library suppliers 
and public libraries ± to use these terms in promoting the relevant titles to the reading public. 
7KHSULPDU\LQWHQWLRQRIJURXSLQJµ%ODFN%ULWLVKILFWLRQ¶DQGµ$VLDQILFWLRQLQ(QJOLVK¶- as 
distinct from any other fiction grouping - was to facilitate their examination for the research, 
using terms with which the research participants would hopefully be familiar, or would at 
least be able to understand.  
But of course I acknowledge that the selection of culturally appropriate terms to describe a 
body of literature is by no means straightforward, and certain issues must be taken into 
account when doing so, and I acknowledge the controversial nature of any labels to describe 
such a complex and diverse range of books.  
 
 Public library materials for BME communities 
As my own research is based within the public library context, I wanted to give a brief 
introduction to the general subject of library services and materials for minority ethnic 
communities over the years.  
During the past three decades the perception that DSHUVRQ¶VLQDFFXUDWHRUVWHUHRW\SLFDOYLHZV
of other ethnic cultures can be challenged, and even changed, by the engagement with fiction 
reflecting these cultures, has repeatedly been linked to a call for public libraries to promote 
minority ethnic fiction to all their users (Kendall, 1992; Mansoor, 2006; Peters, 2000). There 
is certainly evidence to suggest that many local authorities have made a sustained effort to 
develop substantial collections of books by (for example) Black British, Black American, 
Asian and South Asian authors (Denny, in The Bookseller, 2006; Van Fleet, 2003), and a 
number of critics have observed that these books should be promoted more widely than the 
minority communities they will often depict (Elbeshausen and Skov, 2004; Jamal, 2001).  
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Reading and intercultural understanding 
Related to this and moving away from the specifically linguistic provision of multicultural 
resources, we can also consider the provision of such materials in the English language, and 
their capacity to reach a wider readership. In line with the theory of multiculturalism that 
VRFLHW\EHFRPHVULFKHUDVRQH¶VFXOWXUDOKRUL]RQVDUHH[SDQGHG3DUHNK6WXUJHV
2004), it has also been suggested that there may be a benefit to all members of the community 
of being exposed to materials about other ethnic cultures, as part of the reflection of a 
culturally diverse society (Elkin, 2003; Guerena and Erazo, 2000).  
 
Supply chain 
The first part of my work was a review of previous research into the nature of minority ethnic 
fiction and its supply, promotion and readership. This was structured according to the five 
perceived elements of the fiction supply chain ± the author, the book trade, the library 
supplier, the public library, the reader ± examining the provision of minority ethnic fiction via 
the UK public library system in particular, and found that its readership was the subject of 
only very limited previous research.  
Much of the literature relating to the authorship of Black British fiction and Asian fiction in 
English is concerned with the question of authenticity; that authors from minority ethnic 
communities often feel obliged to reflect these communities in the fiction they write, rather 
than having the freedom to present a totally imagined setting for their work. Regarding the 
book trade, the vast majority of the literature about minority ethnic fiction originates from 
within the book trade itself, in professional journal articles and reports. This reveals the 
relatively low profile of this type of fiction in both the publishing and bookselling industries, 
GHVSLWHFHUWDLQµEUHDNWKURXJK¶WH[WVE\PRUHZHOO-known authors. Both academic research 
and the professional literature suggest that library suppliers are not always playing their role 
in providing minority ethnic fiction for public libraries, although some authors (Usherwood, 
2007; Van Riel et al, 2008) argue that library staff can also damage the supply chain with 
poor or ill-informed stock specifications.  
 The main body of academic literature in this field relates to the public library service, its 
provision of services to minority ethnic communities, the limited diversity ± and sometimes 
limited tolerance - of its staff, and the supply of materials to minority ethnic communities. 
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Certainly, previous research in the field of public librarianship has tended to focus on the 
services for non-vernacular speaking communities (Clough and Quarmby, 1978; Roach and 
Morrison, 1998; Vaagan, 2003). More recent research that I and others have conducted (Birdi 
et al, 2012) has emphasised the role of public libraries in supporting members of different 
communities for whom language may no longer be an issue, but for whom culture may still 
remain a primary concern.  
Furthermore, the final part of the supply chain ± the reader ± had not been addressed to any 
significant extent by previous research. We know that the literature is very much divided as 
to the identity of the reader of so-FDOOHGµPLQRULW\HWKQLFILFWLRQ¶<RXQJZURWHLQRI
µWKHSUREOHPRIWKHGRXEOHDXGLHQFH¶E\ZKLFKKHLVUHIHUULQJERWKWRWKRVHUHDGHUVZKRDUH
IURPWKHVDPHHWKQLFJURXSDVWKHDXWKRUWKHµLQVLGHUV¶DQGWKRVHZKRDUHQRW$GLYLGHG
readership could be encouraged by the way in which books are shelved, whether as a separate 
µEODFNLQWHUHVW¶RUVLPLODUVHFWLRQRUDVSDUWRIWKHRYHUDOOFROOHFWLRQ0\RZQUHVHDUFK
therefore comprised an investigation of the readership of minority ethnic fiction by all 
readers, whatever their ethnic origin.  
 
The empirical research 
The first empirical study I conducted was a general survey of the reading habits and attitudes 
of library users in the East Midlands region, with a particular focus on Black British and 
British Asian books. This was conducted as part of an evaluation of black bytes, a public 
library fiction promotion of fifty titles (in the first instance) written in the English language 
by Black British authors. As an intervention it aimed to increase, using reader development 
methods, the readership of Black British fiction by both minority and majority communities. I 
was employed by Opening the Book, a reading promotion agency, to evaluate the promotion. 
Although the titles within the promotion itself were uniquely Black British, the focus of the 
study was expanded to include British Asian authors writing in English, in order to broaden 
the investigation of attitudes towards British minority ethnic fiction.  
On screen are covers from a few of the books from the promotion, which went out across 
libraries in the East Midlands.  
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Measuring the effects of the reading intervention 
A brief, quantitative reading habit survey was devised, and distributed by library staff at issue 
points in 16 libraries in the nine participating local authorities. This consisted of 5 simple 
questions, and using typical genre classifications used by public libraries, asked readers 
which genres they were borrowing from today and would usually borrow from, which genres 
they would not consider reading, and which factors would influence them in choosing their 
books. Findings from this study have already been published, but for today I wanted to 
briefly cover the longitudinal aspect of the survey. It was designed to be distributed at library 
issue points at two separate time-points, i.e. prior to, and towards the end of, the installation 
of the black bytes promotion. A key aspect of the longitudinal evaluation was the inclusion of 
ILYHµFRQWURO¶OLEUDULHVLQDGGLWLRQWRWKHLHOLEUDULHVLQZKLFKWKHblack bytes promotion 
would not be installed. 
25 questionnaires were given to one library in each of five of the nine participating 
authorities, and were distributed on the same two occasions as the libraries with the 
promotion. In combination, these two measures enabled an investigation as to whether black 
bytes had a noticeable impact on the fiction borrowing habits of the library user. Before the 
promotion we collected 552 questionnaires (428 experimental, 124 control), and afterwards 
495 (377 experimental, 118 control).  
 I realise that graphs are not particularly commonplace at conferences such as this, but you 
may be interested in this brief illustration of what we found [graph shown in presentation]: 
Statistical (chi-square) tests showed that there was a significant increase in respondents from 
experimental libraries (i.e. those wiWKWKHSURPRWLRQUHSRUWLQJWKDWWKH\ZHUHµXVXDO¶UHDGHUV
of Black British fiction after the intervention had taken place (chi-square = 7.37, p<.01), 
whereas the control group (those from libraries without the promotion) showed no significant 
change between the two time points (chi-square = 0.27, ns).  
 Tests also showed that there was a reduction (7.8%) between the two time-points in the 
number of respondents from experimental libraries who would not choose to read the genre, 
whereas the proportion of respondents from control libraries who would choose not to read 
Black British fiction had increased slightly (1.0%). This indicates that those respondents from 
experimental libraries were now less likely than before not to choose the genre, after the 
black bytes promotion had taken place.  
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1RWMXVWIRUHWKQLFV« 
In addition to the survey, I also conducted interviews with 21 participants, and a number of 
these commented on the separateness of minority ethnic (specifically Black) collections or 
promotions in public libraries, generally supporting the views of researchers in the field that 
materials can be difficult to find, but could ± and do -  have a wider appeal than minority 
ethnic communities: 
µ,WKLQNWKHODVWWLPH,ZHQWLQWKHUHZDVDVHFWLRQRQEODFNZULWHUV«,WKLQNWKHLGHDZRXOGEH
for a more general appeal, because it probably just highlights, shows that there are talented 
%ODFNZULWHUVDQGWKLVLVZKDWWKH\¶YHJRWWRRIIHUVRLWZRXOGQ¶WMXVWEHIRU(WKQLFV¶6WXG\
1, DA8) 
µ,W>WKHEODFNE\WHVSromotion] has a general appeal, because I think that everybody needs to 
EHPDGHDZDUHRIKRZEODFNFXOWXUHLVLQIOXHQFHGE\(QJOLVKFXOWXUHLQWKLVFRXQWU\«,WKLQN
that anybody, once they had picked up a book [from the promotion] and started to read it, 
thH\ZRXOGSUREDEO\ILQGLWUHDOO\LQWHUHVWLQJ¶6WXG\)% 
 
Explaining the findings: reader response theory 
My research has revealed an openness on the part of many respondents to read from a wide 
UDQJHRIJHQUHVDQGWRWU\QHZPDWHULDO7KHORQJLWXGLQDOFRPSRQHQWWRWKHVWXG\,¶YHEULHIO\
covered today indicated that there had been a positive change in attitudes towards fiction 
reading as a result of the intervention of the black bytes fiction promotion.  
Reader response theory, and the related concept of reader development, can help us to explain 
this pattern of respondent behaviour; in reader response theory the reader plays a critical role, 
SDUWLFLSDWLQJLQDµWULDQJXODUUHODWLRQVKLS¶EHWZHHQµUHDGHUWH[WDQGWKHLQWHUDFWLRQEHWZHHQ
WKHWZR¶$SSOH\DUGS7KHWHUPµUHDGHU-FHQWUHGSUDFWLFH¶7UDLQSS-6) 
has become frequently used in the application of reader response theory to library and 
LQIRUPDWLRQVFLHQFHQRZFRPPRQO\GHVFULEHGDVµUHDGHUGHYHORSPHQW¶,QOLQHZLWKUHDGHU
response theory, the concept of reader development  aims to raise the status of reading as a 
creative act, to increaVHSHRSOH¶VFRQILGHQFHLQWKHLUUHDGLQJDQGWREULQJLVRODWHGUHDGHUV
together (Van Riel, 1992, p. 4). It is therefore perhaps unsurprising that certain survey 
respondents appear to have opened up their reading choices, perhaps even increased in 
reading confidence as a result.  
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Conclusion: a plea to open the universe 
It seems appropriate to conclude with an insight from an author who frequently featured in 
OLEUDU\XVHUV¶GLVFXVVLRQVRIPLQRULW\ZULWLQJLQpublic libraries:  
 µ7KHUH¶VDEHDXWLIXOLPDJHLQ6DXO%HOORZ¶VODWHVWQRYHO7KH'HDQ¶V'HFHPEHU. The central 
character, the Dean, Corde, hears a dog barking wildly somewhere. He imagines that the 
EDUNLQJLVWKHGRJ¶VSURWHVWDJDLQVWWKHOLPLWRIGRJH[SHULHQFH³)RU*RG¶VVDNH´WKHGRJLV
VD\LQJ³RSHQWKHXQLYHUVHDOLWWOHPRUH´$QGEHFDXVH%HOORZLVRIFRXUVHQRWUHDOO\WDONLQJ
DERXWGRJV,KDYHWKHIHHOLQJWKDWWKHGRJ¶VUDJHDQGLWVGHVLUHLVDOVRPLQHRXUV
HYHU\RQH¶V³)RU*RG¶VVDNHRSHQWKHXQLYHUVHDOLWWOHPRUH´¶5XVKGLHS 
 Although the book to which Rushdie refers in the above comment was written neither by a 
µ%ODFN%ULWLVK¶QRUDµ%ULWLVK$VLDQ¶DXWKRU,ZDQWHGWRUHIHUWRLWKHUHIRUWZRUHDVRQV
Firstly, because Rushdie regards a book by a white, Canadian-born American author as 
important and highly relevant to his own life as an Indian-born British writer, and secondly 
because it could very easily contain the plea of so many authors from minority ethnic 
communities whose work has been the subject of much of my research: a plea to other 
authors, to publishers, booksellers, library suppliers, librarians and readers, to open their 
FROOHFWLYHXQLYHUVHVDQGWRHQVXUHWKDWWKHLULQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIWHUPVVXFKDVµILFWLRQ¶DQG
µOLWHUDWXUH¶DUHDVEURDGDQGDOO-encompassing as they could be.  
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